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FOREWORD

This Study is a final draft submitted to DAMO-SSP in accordance with
the provisions of Contract No. 0MAG 39-78-C-0120.

* The task is to identify and analyze lessons that should be learned

from three decades of US involvement in Vietnam. This is Volume III of the

r Study.

Volume I The Enemy

Volume II South Vietnam

Volue II USForeign Policy and
Vietnam 1945-1975

Volume IV US Domestic Factors Influencing
Vietnam War Policy Making

Volume V Planning the War

Volume VI Conduct of the War

Volume VII The Soldier ~

Volume VIII The Results of the War F'

The views of the authors do not purport to reflect the positions of the

Department of the Army or the Department of Defense.



THE BDM CORPORATION

PREFACE

A. PRESPECTIVES OF THE STUDY

This volume, "US Foreign Policy and Vietnam, 1945-1975," is the third

of an eight-volume study entitled A Study of Strategic Lessons Learned in
Vietnam undertaken by the BOM Corporation under contract to the US Army.

This comprehensive research effort is aimed at identifying lessons which US

military leaders and US civilian policy makers should have learned or

should now be learning from the US experience in Vietnam.
Volume I of this study, an examination of the enemy, includes discus-

sions of the DRV leadership and party organizetion, Communist Vietnamese

goals and strategies, and internal and external channels of support estab-

lished to aid the North's war effort. Volume II focuses on the Republic of
Vietnam, the country's societal characteristics and problems, its govern-
ment, and its armed forces. Volume IV explores the US domestic scene,

including its political and economic components, the role of the media

during the Vietnam conflict, and the extent of domestic support for the
war. Volume V concentrates on the actual planning of the US war effort,

examining various aspects of this effort, including contingency planning,
the Pacification and Vietnamization programs, and the negotiation process.
Volume VI, "Fighting the War," includes discussions of US intelligence,

logistics, and advisory efforts; US counterinsurgency programs; and ground,

air, naval, and unconventional operations. Volume VII examines the US

soldier, including the war's psychological effects on the soldier; alcohol,

drug abuse, and race relations in the US military; and leadership and
personnel relations in the US armed forces. Finally, Volume VIII dis-

cusses, in broad terms, the results of the war fclr the United States in

terms of domestic, foreign, and military policies.
This eight-volume study effort is analytical, not historical in

nature. Its focus is primarily military in orientation. The purpose of the

entire eight v(ilumes is not a retelling of the Vietnam conflict, but a

v
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drawing of lessons and insights of value to present and future US policy

metkers, both civilian and military.

B, METHODOLOGY AND PURPOSE OF VOLUME III, "FOREIGN POLICY AND VIETNAM..

1945-1975"

1. Methodolo•y
This volume, entitled "US Foreign Policy and Vietnam, 1945-1975,"

assesses the United States' involvement in Vietnam by examining the global

context in which this involvement occurred, the major historical precedents

influencing US involvement, and the US national-level policy process which

shaped this involvement. This volume and Volume IV, "US Domestic Factors

Influencing Vietnam War Policy Making," serve together as a joint research

effort; both US domestic and foreign policies influenced the nature and

scope of US military involvement in Vietnam and it would be detrimental to

segregate these concerns into mutually exclusive efforts. The information

in ti.ese volumes should, therefore, be considered together in order to gain

an appreciation of the full constraints and concerns which influenced US
policy makers determining US policy for Vietnam,

Volume III is divided into four chapters. Figure ,II-I providesI an overview summarizing the interrelationship of the four chapters and
volume appendices and the methodology employed to derive lessons and

insights regarding US foreign policy for Vietnam. The four chapters and
the volume appendices serve together as an integrated and unified study

effort. Each chapter, iii succession, provides background information for
the next, culminating in the final chapter, "US Foreign Policy and Vietnam,

1945-1975: Lessons to Be Learned." The appendices serve as supplementary

support data for the reader. (See Figuie III-1 for the relationship of the

appendices to the rest of Volume III..)

2. Purpose
Chapter 1 illustrates US global policy during the 1945-1975

period and relates this policy to US policies for Southeast Asia in

general, and for Vietnam specifically. Chapter 2 discusses a number of

vi
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historical precedents and perceptions expre~ssed as catchwords such as the

"loss of China" or "appeasement at Munich," which served to justify or

constrain US policy making for Vietnam. Chapter 3 assesses the US Vietnam

policy-making process, providing an overview of the six post-W II adminis-

trations, their respective policy-making styles, and the relative level of

influence enjoyed by the major US policy-making bodies in the Vietnam

policy-making process. Chapter 3 also provides case studies for each of

the six administrations examined; these case studies provide detailed

descriptions of the policy-making process employed by each particular

administration in making key Vietnam policy decisions.

Chapters 1, 2, and 3 all conclude with a section entitled "Anal-

ytic Summary and Insights," serving both as a conclusion and as a basis for

deriving lessons (n US foreign policy and Vietnam for the period 1945-1975.

Chapter 4 is based on the data and analyses appearing in Chapters 1, 2,

and 3, integratring this information in a brief concluding chapter devoted

to lessons.

C. THEMES THAT EMERGE FROM VOLUME III: "US FOREIGN POLICY AND VIETNAM,

1945-1975"

Chapter 1, entitled "US Global Policy and Its Relationship to US
Policy for Southeast Asia, 1945-1975," demonstrates that US interests in

Southeast Asia were almost entirely dictated by US perceptions of global

threats outside of the region, particularly the threat o1 Soviet and

Chinese Communist expansionism. The major themes (and their relationship

to US involvement in Vietnam) assessed in this chapter include:

0 the conflict of colonialist concerns with post-war economic

reconstruction and the creation of security alliances;

* the conflict between anticolonialist and anticommunist concerns;

* the US understanding of monolithic communism and the Sino-Soviet

rift;

* the US investment with its allies, particularly with South

Vietnam, (in men, materiel, money, and prestige) and its effect

on US foreign policy formation; and

viii
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0 the United States' eventual exploitation of hostilities between
the Soviet Union and Communist China as a politico-diplomatic

tool.

Chapter 2, entitled "Historical Precedents Which Influenced US Involve-

ment in Vietnam," identifies those historical experiences most influential
in shaping US policy for Vietnam. The major themes emerging from this

chapter include:
e the fear of appeasement, such as occurred at Munich in 1938,

served to justify the US policy of containment in Southeast Asia;

e the "loss of China" prompted successive US administrations to
fear a "loss" in Southeast Asia, and to commit US resources in

order to prevent su..h a "loss";

e the failure of tne Bay of Pigs invasion served to strengthen the

Kennedy administration's resolve in proving US capabilities
(especially counterinsurgency) elsewhere, particularly in

* Vietnam;

V the fear of Chinese Communist intervention, such as experienced

during the Korean War, limited the level of the US military
respense to North Vietnam; and

0 the adage "never again," referring to US involvement in another
Asian land war, served to constrain two post-WW II administra-
tions in policy making for Vietnam.

Chapter 3, entitled "Washington and Vietnam: US National-Level Policy
Makers and the Policy-Making Process," explains the pervasiveness of the

containment doctrine and domino theory in US policy toward Vietnam by show-
ing that the key decision makers shared a belief in their validity in

Indochina. Chapter 3 also shows that the decision-making processes, while

inabling some dissent on this view to emerge, tended to minimize dissent by

stressing presidential decisionmaking with a narrow band of loyal appointed
advisers who shared the basic beliefs of the president. Chapter 3 also

explores the themes of centralization and decentralization in the decision

making process.

ix
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Chapter 4, entitled "US Foreign Policy and Vietnam, 1945-1975: Les-

sons to Be Learned," examines a number of general lessons to be learned

from the preceding discussion of US foreign policy and Vietnam. The les-

sons and insights are summarized in the "Executive Summary" following this

preface.

0. HISTORICAL-CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW OF VOLUME III

Figure 111-2 'provides an encapsulation of the data and analyses appear-

ing in Volume III. The figure offers a time-sensitive depiction of major

US global objectives and interests, perceived threats, and strategies for

the thirty--year period, 1945-1975. The figure also summarizes the impact

of certain historical precedents which served to justify or constrain US

policy making for Vietnam during this time period. In addition, the

graphic highlights general characteristics of the policy-making styles and

processes for each of the six post-WW II administrations. The final sec-

tion of Figure 111-2 plots seventeen major turning points during US mili-

tary involvement in Vietnam, allowing the reader to gauge their development

with other data appearing in this framework of US foreign policy, 1945-

1975.

Xa
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ý\he chapters of Volume III develop a number of-key insights and les-
sons relating to the formulation of US policy toward Vietnam during the
years 1945-1975. These insights underscore both the general context and
the specific nature of US policy making--the global environment in which
Vietnam policy was formulated, the historical precedents which influenced
subsequent US foreign policy and particularly Southeast Asian policies, and
the US policy-making process. The insights are specific, focusing on such
issues as US perceptions of its global role, US perceptions of external
powers, both friendly and unfriendly, consistencies and contradictions in
US foreign policies, the influence of historical precedents on US policy V
makers, and the advantages and liabilities inherent in specific approaches
to policy making. In contrast, the lessons derived in this volume are
general, concentrating on the broader issues and themes disc~issed in the
volume which are relevant to a discussion of US foreign policy during the
1945-1975 period and to present day policy considerations.

EX-1
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INSIGHTS

US Foreign Policy . The early years of US involvement in Southeast Asia
and Vietnam, witnessed an attempt by national policy makers to
1945-1975 reconcile US anticolonialist and anticommunist

policies, generally at the expense of the former.

* During the time period under consideration, the US
found itself constrained by perceptions of its own
leadership role in the world and by its percep-
tions of threats to US objectives.

* The United States' post-W II assumption of the
role of "global policeman," aimed at combatting
international communism in the post-World War II
era, limited its appreciation of other forces at
work in the global environment, pa.'ticularly that
of nationalism.

0 Inconsistencies or abrupt changes in US policies
undermined the effectiveness and credibility ofLthe United States. In addition, the United
States' long-hold Eurocentric policy perspective
diminished overall US effectiveness in fashioning
viable policies outside of Europe.

* The broad US objective of containing communism
globally conflicted with the US objective to
promote self-determination for and civil liberties
in the world's former colonies in general and in
South Vietnam in particular. Perceptions of the
differences between civil wars, colonial wars, and
what the communists termed as "wars of national
liberation."

* Foreign policy terms such as "vital interest,"
"objective," and "threat" were often applied
without careful discrimination by US national
policy makers, thus leading to oversimplification,
contradictions, and confusion in US foreign
policy.

E X- 2
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LESSON

The importance of particular US interests may
undergo significant changes, depending upon a
broad array of international and national con-
siderations, often beyond the control of the
United States Government. To minimize confusion
at subordinate levels of leadership, US national
leaders must be as clear, precise, and discrimi-
nating as possible in determining "vital" inter-
ests, especially prior to making a long-term
commiltment to another nation or government.

EX-3
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INS IGHfTS

Historical e The Chinese threat perceived by the US was more
Precedents assumed than real. For example, throughout the
Which Influenced period of US involvement in the Vietnam conflict
US Involvement the significance of the political rift between
In Vietnam the USSR and the PRC and the cultural enmity be-

tween the Vietnamese and Chinese was consistently
understated.

0 The admonition that the US must not "lose" South
Vietnam (like it "lost" China) was often us'id by
US policy makers to justify the US commitment to
Southeast Asia. The fact that the term "loss"
implied previous control or hagemony by the US
over China reinforced the United States pearcep-
tion of its post-World War I! role as this free
world's global policeman, and of the nat~ire of
global politics as "bipolar," where a "loss" by
the US was considered a gain for world communism.

e Tendencies toward moderation and compromise in
Vietnam policy making were sometimes discredited
by being com~pared with "appeasement" of Hitler at
Munich in 1938.

- , Policiss and strategies proven effective In super-
power confrontations may be wholly inapplicable to
problems in the Third World.

6 Several important lessons provided by the Bay of
Pigs experience were neglected: first, prior to
committing m~ilitary and/or political resources to
a given country, a thorough assessment of politi-
cal and social realities in that country should be h
undertaken. Second, the~re are significant risks
inherent in restricting the scope and employment
of military resources in a given operation. US
lack of knowledge about Asia and Asians helped
lead to faulty perceptions, as did a lack of
understanding about the goals, etc. of Cuba and
Cubans.

LESSON

It is essential to know precisely the nature of
relationships between Third World countries and
external communist powers - a corollary to the
"Know Your Enemy" and "Know Your Ally" lessons
underscored in Volumes I and II. US policy makers
must carefully examine the premises upon which
they formulate any US policies.
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INSIGHTS[

US National-level e Pressures to arrive at timely decisions militate
Policy Makers and against the possibility of obtaining expert advice
the Policy Making on all sides of every issue. However, when expert
Process advice is available but is continually ignored

because of an assertion that timeliness is cru-
cial, then the validity and implications oft this
assertion deserve careful scrutiny.

0 The US Congress indicated its dissatisfaction with
the executive branch's performance in foreign
policy, especially with regard to Southeast Asia,
hy reducing aid to South Vietnam and Cambodia,
thereby using its "power of the purse" to shape
future US commtitments to the region.

e Presidents, like other leaders, sometim~es confused
dis.jent over Vietnam policy with personal dis-
loyalty or lack of patriotism.

0 General beliefs about the dangers of "appeasement"
and of global communist unity and expansionism,
conditioned by experiences such as Munich, Yalta,
Korea, and the McCarthy era, frequently served as
the basis for US Southeast Asian policy formula-
tion) often regardless of the political, cultural,
traditional, or ideological realities in the
region.

0 All decision makers are human and fallible and
adopt a decision-making process with which they
feel comfortable. While good organizations and
procedures cannot ensure sound decisions) weak
ones are more likely to produce bad policies and
decisions.

LESSON

The American experience in Vietnam points to the
danger of elevating one fundamental principle-
anticommunism -- to the status of doctrine and of
applying it to all regions of the globe. This
reduces the possibility of meaningful debate and
limits the airing of legitimate dissenting view-
points. Careful and continual reexamination of US
foreign policy premises may forestall this poten-
tially dangerous development from occurring in
future policy deliberations.

E X- 5
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OVERALL LESSON

US national leaders, both civilian and military, must continually
assess the validity and importance of the policies they are pursuing. In
particular, they must assess the changing implications of these policies
for particular foreign countries and regions and determine the political,
military, And economic prices that they are likely and willing to pay for
successful policy implementation. Assessments of this nature will foster
the creation and/or revitalization of strong, mutually beneficial alli-
ances, thereby providing an element of continuity and constancy to US
foreign policy. Moreover, the national leadership should continually
assess its willingness to accept the responsibility for policy failures,L
especially if it is unwilling to pay the price called for by a given
policy. US national leadership must, therefore, conduct continual and
honest reassessments of the premises of its national policy in light of
changing circumstances in both bipolar and multipolar relationships.

EX- 6
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CHAPTER 1
US GLOBAL POLICY AND ITS RELATIONSHIP IN
US POLICY FOR SOUTHEAST ASIA, 1945-1975

A. INTRODUCTION

The nature and extent of US involvement in Vietnam was shaped by the

post-WW 11 global environment and the tensions inherent in that environ-
ment. This chapter provides a discussion of US global interests and objec-
tives, the tensions and problems which threatened these goals, and major US

strategies to achieve these goals. This che'pter also assesses US interests
and objectives in Southeast Asia and strategies for achieving them which
usually flowed directly from US global interests and objectives.

Use of terms "national interest," "national objective," "national

strategy," "national threat," and "national policy" is cormmon in any dis-
*cussion of US foreign pol icy; yet they have been frequently overused, mis-

applied or misunderstood. US policy makers, both civilian and military,

have often been obscure rather than clear and precise in their use of these
terms. For the purposes of this discussion, the above terms are defined as

follows: I/
0 National Interest: A fundamental goal or purpose of a nation

(e.g., peace, freedom, security, prosperity) which a nation is
prepared to defend.

6 National ObJective: A tangible, material object (as distin-

gushed from a theoretical, abstract concept or idea) which a

nation desires in pursuit of its interests (e.g., use of
resources, use of sea, air and land for security reasons - bases,
etc.).

* National Threat: Anything which appears to jeopardize or
obstruct the attainment of a national interest or objective

(e.g. , aggression, non-cooperation).
* National Strategy: A plan for developing and applying a nation's

political, economic, psychological, and military capabilities and


